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In recent years coastal resource management has begun to stand as its own discipline. Its multidisciplinary nature 
gives it access to theory situated in each of the diverse fields which it may encompass, yet management practices 
often revert to the primary field of the manager. There is a lack of a common set of “coastal” theory from which 
managers can draw. Seven resource-related issues with which coastal area managers must contend include: coastal 
habitat conservation, traditional maritime communities and economies, strong development and use pressures, adap-
tation to sea level rise and climate change, landscape sustainability and resilience, coastal hazards, and emerging 
energy technologies. The complexity and range of human and environmental interactions at the coast suggest a 
strong need for a common body of coastal management theory which managers would do well to understand gener-
ally. 
Planning theory, which itself is a synthesis of concepts from multiple fields, contains ideas generally valuable to 
coastal management. Planning theory can not only provide an example of how to develop a multi- or trans-
disciplinary set of theory, but may also provide actual theoretical foundation for a coastal theory. In particular we 
discuss five concepts in the planning theory discourse and present their utility for coastal resource managers. These 
include “wicked” problems, ecological planning, the epistemology of knowledge communities, the role of the plan-
ner/manager, and collaborative planning. While these theories are known and familiar to some professionals work-
ing at the coast, we argue that there is a need for broader understanding amongst the various specialists working in 
the increasingly identifiable field of coastal resource management. 
Wicked problems 
Rittel and Webber (1973) defined “wicked problems” as complex planning issues that do not have clear solutions, 
where proposed interventions cannot be tested for efficacy. They suggest planners do not have the luxury of being 
wrong. It is impossible to say what new and unforeseen issues might arise in the future, which could have conse-
quences that affect the environment as well as people’s lives. 
Coastal area managers contend with one or more the seven resource-related issues noted above in the context of a 
highly dynamic environment. Whether a coastal area manager/planner specializes on one issue or manages a com-
prehensive agenda, issues at the coast are strongly linked and therefore undeniably and wickedly complex. Coastal 
management literature does recognize the multi-faceted “wicked” problems in coastal areas. Just as the coast 
presents some unique physical features, its population exhibits some distinctive characteristics also. 
Ecological planning 
All coastal area management is inevitably an environmental action. The dynamic nature of coastal zones combined 
with their important ecological elements renders an activity even as mundane as extending a water supply system 
significant with respect to potential environmental impacts. 
A growing concern for planners is how to effectively manage the environmental impacts induced by increased de-
velopment and rates of sprawl while still maintaining the economic and social integrity of a region (Campbell 1996). 
Planning is a key component of environmental management, which is the means by which we control or guide hu-
man-environment interactions in an attempt to protect and enhance human health and welfare as well as environ-
mental quality (Randolph 2004; Bryant and Wilson 1998). This concept turns the focus of planners from a goal of 
managing the environment to one that explores the synergy between humans and the natural environment (McHarg 
1969; Marsh 1864).The coupling of human and natural systems with an objective for sustainability is consistent with 
the activities of coastal resource managers. 
Knowledge communities 
   
 
Planning theory recognizes the importance knowledge communities and the limits of knowledge. Planning can be 
used as a tool to mediate knowledge and action (Friedmann 1987). Coastal research has historically been facilitated 
from an interdisciplinary approach (Charlier 2005) and due to the various social and economic impacts imposed on 
coastal regions it is integral that these disciplines be included as well has the biological sciences. However, inte-
grated coastal management must also rely on differing forms of knowledge in an effort to deal with changes embo-
died in complex, coupled systems. There are various knowledge communities that are likely to be influential in the 
decision-making process. Planning theorists recognize the presence and inclusion of various knowledge communi-
ties ranging from experiential (i.e lay, local etc.) to expert participants and literature exists displaying the value in 
including all forms of knowledge communities within the planning process (Innes and Booher 2010). 
The epistemology of the various knowledge communities present in the management of coastal resources can be 
used to explore how knowledge is acquired and used to examine the linkage between expert and experiential know-
ledge. Modern theorists have highlighted the significance of including several forms of knowledge throughout the 
planning process (Healey 1997; Innes 1995). The notion of knowledge constructed through discourse as suggested 
by (Habermas 1984) can be employed as adequate solutions are sought to manage our coastal resources.  
Collaborative planning 
In many cases, managers must work with multiple stakeholders in order to obtain a solution that is beneficial to all 
involved. Planning theory is rich with literature that addresses the collaboration of planners with various interest 
groups. The basic idea of communicative theory, taken from Habermas (1984), is that an ideal discourse can take 
place, where all involved are considered equals and any outcome from this discourse will be fair to all. Many plan-
ning theorists have sought to apply the work of Habermas to both planning theory and practice (Forester1993; Hea-
ley 2003; Innes 1995; Mandelbaum et al. 1996). 
Healey (2003) lays out a methodology for strategic planning that is reminiscent of rational planning, but incorpo-
rates the ideals of communicative theory. This methodology includes constructing arenas for discussion, and deter-
mining the scope and style of the discussion in a way that promotes equality between interest groups. The intention 
of this new discourse is to find a new way of looking at strategic planning that will incorporate all interests into new 
ideas, not to determine which interests should be promoted over the others.However, stakeholders must acknowl-
edge their differences if strategic collaborative planning is to be realistically accomplished (Baum 1994). 
Role of the manager/planner 
The roles of coastal managers may vary between differing situations and can often be difficult to define in various 
decision making processes. Likewise, many factors may determine the role in which a planner will fill at a given 
time, such as specific project circumstance, personal preference guided by personal ethics and biases, agency man-
dates, or simply the planner’s personal belief of what planning should be. Often it is a combination of all, because 
people are not purely rational being who can separate personal biases, ethics and emotion from their duties (Watson 
2002; Baum 1994). 
The rational policy-making method in the 1960’s began as a theoretical search for a rational way to address the 
complex, or ‘wicked’ problems of planning. However, in practice it manifested as a way of simplifying ‘wicked’ 
problems into a particular set of assumptions that could then be plugged into mathematical models (Rittel and Web-
ber 1973). It now lacked the capacity to use practical judgment that is needed in various situational contexts. This 
form of rationalism saw the planner as the expert whose job it is to plan for others.  
At the end of the 1970’s, theorists such as Rorty (1979) and Bernstein (1976) began to criticize the modernist notion 
of rationality because of its lack of effectiveness in addressing the inequities and marginalization of American socie-
ty in particular. Planning moved away from the modernist perspective and turned towards theory based on advocacy, 
equity, and social and environmental justice. Watson (2002) suggests the use of both Habermasian communicative 
theory and a Foucaultian concept of power in the study of communication and power, as ways of interpreting the 
dialogue between, and the actions of, those involved in past planning projects. This view sees the planner as a trans-
lator between various groups. For Forester (1993), information can be indicative of various forms of power, which 
can be used to exploit, obstruct or empower various participants in planning. He clearly advocates for the study of 
   
 
communication and power in order to, not only recognize, but to anticipate misinformation so that it may be counte-
racted promptly. In this instance the roll of the planner is seen more as a mediator or referee than an advocate.  
Coastal area management is a collection of diverse actions seeking to improve the use and sustainability of highly 
complex coastal zones. Many of the issues facing coastal managers are analogous, if not accentuated, versions of 
problems that planners have been focused on for decades. Planning theory, a body of work which has evolved 
alongside planning practice, has utility for managers dealing with wicked problems in coupled human and natural 
systems at the coast. 
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